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China Virus Institute Welcomes More U.S. Cooperation on Global Health 


Security 

1. (SBU) Summary with Comment: China's Wuhan Institute of Virology, a global leader in 
virus research, is a key partner for the United States in protecting global health security. Its role 
as operator of the just-launched Biosafety Level 4 (or "P4") lab — the first such lab in China — 



2. (U) Wuhan Institute of Virology researchers and staff gave an overview of the lab and current 
cooperation with the United States to visiting Environment, Science, Technology and Health 
Counsellor Rick Switzer and Consulate Wuhan Consul General Jamie Fouss in late March. In 
the last year, the institute has also hosted visits from the National Institutes of Health (NIH), 
National Science Foundation, and experts from the University of Texas Medical Branch in 
Galveston. The institute reports to the Chinese Academy of Sciences in Beijing. 

P4 Lab is Open and Transparent, Officials Emphasize 

3. (SBU) The Wuhan P4 lab, referring to labs with the highest level of safety precautions, 
became fully operational and began working with live viruses early this year. Institute officials 
said they believed it is the only operational P4 lab in Asia aside from a U.S. Centers for Disease 
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Control (CDC)-supported facility in Pune, India (Ref C). China plans to stand up a second P4 
lab in Harbin. Institute officials said Japan's biosafety labs are "old" and lack cutting-edge 
equipment, so they consider Japan's labs to be "P3 Plus" (Note: the Japanese government says it 
has one P4-Ievel lab in the Tokyo suburbs, though its activities are limited, and Japan is building 
a new P4 lab in Nagasaki, see Ref D. Taiwan operates at least one P4 lab. South Korea was 
close to opening a P4 lab as of last year, see Ref E. End Note.) Wuhan's lab is located about 20 
miles from the city center in Zhengdian district, and the institute plans to gradually consolidate 
its other training, classroom and lab facilities at that location. 

4. (U) Officials described the lab as a "regional node" in the global biosafety system and said it 
would play an emergency response role in an epidemic or pandemic. The lab's English brochure 
highlighted a national security role, saying that it "is an effective measure to improve China's 
availability in safeguarding national bio-safety if [a] possible biological warfare or terrorist 
attack happens." 

5. (SBU) Institute officials said there would be "limited availability" for international and 
domestic scientists who had gone through the necessary approval process to do research at the 
lab. They stressed that the lab aimed to be a "worldwide, open platform" for virology. They 
said they welcomed U.S. Centers for Disease Control (CDC) experts, noting that the Chinese 
Academy of Sciences was not strong on human disease expertise, having only focused on it in 
the last 15 years, after the SARS outbreak. A Wuhan-based French consulate official who 
works on science and technology cooperation with China also emphasized that the lab, which 
was initiated in 2004 as a France-China joint project, was meant to be "open and transparent" to 
the global scientific community. "The intent was to set up a lab to international standards, and 
open to international research," he said. French experts have provided guidance and biosafety 
training to the lab, which will continue, the French official said. Institute officials said that 
France provided the lab's design and much of its technology, but that it is entirely China-funded 
and has been completely China-run since a "handover" ceremony in 2016. 

6. (U) In addition to French assistance, experts from the NIH-supported P4 lab at the University 
of Texas Medical Branch in Galveston have trained Wuhan lab technicians in lab management 
and maintenance, institute officials said. The Wuhan institute plans to invite scientists from the 
Galveston lab to do research in Wuhan's lab. One Wuhan Institute of Virology researcher 
trained for two years at the Galveston lab. and the institute also sent one scientist to U.S. CDC 
headquarters in Atlanta for six months' work on influenza. 


NIH-Supported Research Revises SARS Origin Story- 


7. (U) NIH was a major funder, along with the Natural Science Foundation of China (NSFC), of 

SARS research by the Wuhan Institute of Virology's !fcb)(6) 
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(b)(6) |t 

b)(6) 

This lends 


weight to the theory that SARS originate d in bat populations before jumping first to civet cats 
(likely via bat feces) and then to humans, |< b >( 6 ) 
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earn has provided support in statistical modeling to assess the risk of more 


coronaviruses like SARS crossing over to human populations. 

Ready to Help with the Global Virome Project 


8. (U) Institute officials expressed strong interest in the Global Virome Project (GVP), and said 
Chinese funding for the project would likely come from Chinese Academy of Sciences funding 
already earmarked for One Belt, One Road-related initiatives. The GVP aims to launch this 
year as an international collaborative effort to identify within ten years virtually all of the 
planet's viruses that have pandemic or epidemic potential and the ability to jump to humans. 
"We hope China will be one of the leading countries to initiate the Global Virome Project," one 
Wuhan Institute of Virology official said. China attended a GVP unveiling meeting in January 
in Thailand and is waiting for more details on the initiative. The officials said that the Chinese 
government funds projects similar to GVP to investigate the background of viruses and 
bacteria. This essentially constituted China's own Virome Project, officials said, but they noted 
the program currently has no official name. 
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forerunner to the Global Virome Project. f b * (6 * 


■i designed to show "proof of concept" and be a 
|vith the EcoHealth Alliance (a New 


York Citv-based NG O that is working with the University of Californ ia. D avis to manage the 


P**®* recently planned to visit Wuhan to meet with (!b)(6)[ b ^ 6 > ioted that China has 

expressed interest in building the GVP database, which would put China in a leadership 

position. Other countries have confidence in China’s ability to build such a database, but arc_ 

ske ptical on whether China could remain transparent as a "gatekeeper" for this information^^ 


saidpprcxpressed frustration with the slow progress so far in launching GVP, noting that tnc 
efforFTacked funding sources, needed to hire a CEO, and would have to boost its profile at G7, 
G20 and other high-level international meetings. 


U.S.-China Workshop Explores Research Partnerships 


10. (U) The Institute also has ongoing collaboration with the U.S. National Science Foundation, 
including a just-concluded workshop in Shenzhen, involving about 40 scientists from the United 
States and China, on the topic of the "Ecology and Evolution of Infectious Diseases." Co¬ 
sponsored by the Natural Science Foundation of China (NSFC), I 




(b)(6) 


The workshop explored opportunities for U.S.- 


China research cooperation in areas like using "big data" to predict emerging infectious 
diseases, climate change’s effect on vector-borne diseases, and pathogen transmission between 
wildlife, domestic animals and humans. 


11. (SBU) Some workshop participants also expressed skepticism about the Global Virome 
Project's (GVP) approach, saying that gaining a predictive understanding of viruses with 
pandemic potential would require going beyond the GVP’s strategy of sample collection, to take 
an "ecological" approach that considers the virome beyond vertebrate systems to identify 
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mechanisms driving pathogen evolution. A follow-on workshop will be held in June at the 
University of Berkeley. NSF and NSFC hope to jointly announce a funding call for 
collaborative projects later this year. 
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